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 Travelling to Japan is a fantasy that had become a reality for me – a reality that had 

opened wonderful opportunities and priceless experiences; a reality that deepened my 

understanding of some of the world’s most constraining problems and widened my view toward 

Japan; a reality that will forever remind me of how blessed I am for having actually gone to this 

spectacular nation and how I can be able to help transform the world and shape the future. 

 

 The pressure and the cynical feeling are still vivid as I was applying to the Japan-East 

Asia Network of Exchange for Students and Youths (JENESYS) – Invitation Programme for the 

Republic of the Philippines Tohoku Region Goodwill Ambassadors. Pressure, hopelessness and 

frustration engulfed me having only barely two days to compile all the documents for the 

program and the deadline was fast approaching. Fortunately, I was able to pass all the 

requirements. Later on, I received a letter of good news – I was one of those chosen few and one 

of the only two students in the region who qualified. It was such a great pride and a rare privilege 

that I would be grateful for, for a lifetime! 

 

 
 

 The theme for this year, “GO GREEN,” was centered on environmental thought. Ninety-

two college students and eight supervisors from all over the Philippines comprised the first batch 

of delegation. The programme was from April 8-19 including therein a two-day pre-departure 

orientation where we were introduced to the members of the Japan International Cooperation 

Center (JICE), the implementing agency of the JENESYS Programme with the prime purpose of 

establishing ties with Asian countries in order to foster regional cooperation and appreciation of cultural 

diversity.  

 

 At the orientation, we further learned the basics of the Nihonggo language and Japanese 

customs. Also part of the orientation was a discussion on the earthquake and tsunami that Japan 

suffered – its innumerable damages and casualties.  

 



 We as well had a courtesy call at the Embassy of Japan where officials extended their 

sincere gratitude to all student ambassadors for gracing the invitation and to all Filipinos for their 

unswerving assistance to the victims of the tragedy that hit Japan. 

 

 We left the Philippines in the morning of April 10. Upon getting off the plane, the chilly 

breeze of spring filled the air. We were lucky to still see the cherry blossoms or sakura in 

complete bloom and in full hue. At the Tokyo Dome Hotel, the delegation was introduced to 

other JICE staffs. The next morning we had a lecture given by Dr. Hinorobu Nakabayashi on the 

outline of the disaster caused by the Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami and the 

progressing reconstruction after the tragedy. Dr. Nakabayashi is a research fellow at the Meiji 

University Research Center for Crisis and Contingency Management. 

 

 Before noon, we left Tokyo for Sendai City on board the Shinkansen, Japan’s high speed 

trains. From Sendai we moved to Minami-sanriku. The town of Minami-sanriku has a very rich 

natural environment with fishing and fish culturing as the main industries. The town experienced 

the devastation of the tsunami. During our visit to the tsunami-stricken area, we were all taken 

aback because of the physical situation of the place. The area particularly on its lower ground 

was leveled down with houses, infrastructures, and commercial and public buildings swept away 

by the tsunami. So far the area is still under clearing operations while those who were left 

homeless were moved to temporary houses. Makeshift markets and stores were set up where the 

townspeople could market their goods.  

 

 At the town’s Cultural Exchange Hall, we had a string of lectures regarding disaster and 

risk reduction management. We were also given the chance to hear from the survivors of the 

tragedy their stories of struggle, grief, heroism, and courage. Their resilience and willpower to 

rise above their loss are definitely worth emulating.  

 

 From Minami-sanriku, each group headed to its respective prefecture. My group left for 

Hiroshima in the noon of April 13. Hiroshima Prefecture is famous for the cultivation of oysters. 

It is also home to two United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) World Heritage sites – the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park and the Itsukushima 

Shinto Shrine.  

 



 

The author in front of the renowned Itsukushima Shinto Shrine, inscribed in 1996 in the list of UNESCO 

World Heritage Sites. The Shrine is recorded to have been built in the latter half of the sixth century.  

 

 Bounded with six rivers which flow in the center of the metropolis, Hiroshima is dubbed 

as the City of Water and Greenery. Historic Hiroshima City is famous as the city that suffered 

the world’s first atomic bombing. To commit to memory the sufferers and the terrors of the A-

bombing, the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park was erected. The park encloses a number of 

memorials such as the Peace Memorial Museum, the memorial cenotaph for atomic bombing 

victims, the Children’s Peace Monument, and the A-bomb Dome. Based on this spirit of 

Hiroshima, the unwavering hope for the abolition of nuclear weapons and the realization of 

lasting world peace, the city turned toward the world and began its journey on the path to peace; 

hence, Hiroshima is designated as the International City of Peace. 

 

 We stayed in Hiroshima for four days. Staying with my host family was an authentic 

Japanese life experience. Language barrier was really a concern to us yet learning the language 

was all the same fun. Anyway, I learned a few Japanese expressions like ohayo gozaimasu (good 

morning), arigato gozaimasu (thank you), aishiteru (I love you), sayonara (goodbye), 

sumimasen (sorry/excuse me), and a few more. I got to know and experience as well some of 

Japanese customs. In Japan, when meeting people the custom is to bow. Hajimemashite is a 

greeting used when being introduced to someone. As a sign of respect, the word “-san” is 

attached after another person’s name but never to the speaker’s name. When giving or offering 

something, a person says dozo while the receiver answers domo. Before going inside the house 

or to any place, one has to take off his/her shoes. The yukata which is the Japanese night robe is 

traditionally worn during sleep. Conventional bed rooms are called tatami. The flooring is made 

of a particular kind of grass knitted together to give the floor its soft surface and to serve as the 

bed per se. Before going to sleep, one has to fix his/her own bedding (usually a set of pillows, 

blanket and a thick bedspread) and fix it again the ensuing morning. 

 



 

The author’s foster parents, Mr. Hiroaki Shimizu, 75, and Mrs. Haruko Shimizu, 68. With them is the 

author’s fellow student-ambassador, Mark Anthony Nerida Ancheta of Saint Louis College- La Union, also 

a CICM institution. The photo was taken in front of the Shimizu residence at Higashi-Hiroshima City. 

 

 During the two-day stay with my host family we travelled around Miyajima, an island 

known as the resting place of the gods. The island is home to Itsukushima Shinto Shrine, the 

Otorii Gate (Great Gate), the Senjokaku Shrine, and the Five-Storied Pagoda. We also went to 

the Sanzoku restaurant, famous not only for its superb cuisines but also for the natural setting 

underscored by colorful flora and lush greenery where it is positioned. The “Okonomiyaki,” a 

mixture of flour and water spread out on a hot plate then loaded with cabbage, bean sprouts, soba 

noodles, meat, and egg and the “Momiji Manju,” soft sponge cakes filled with refined red beans, 

are some of Hiroshima’s best delicacies.  

 

 The most important part of the tour was the visit to Hiroshima City Western Recycling 

Plaza, a recovering center for valuable resources for reuse. Since it started operating in 1997, the 

center today has contributed enormously in sustaining a litter-free and environmentally friendly 

city. 

 

 The homestay programme concluded with a simple get-together of all the host families 

and student-ambassadors. The event was also a showcase of Filipino traditional wear, dance, and 

music – our way of making our host families feel how much we appreciated and valued their 

hospitality and kindness. 

 



 

Dressed in their traditional barong, the author and Mark Anthony pose with their coordinators, Mr. Kenji 

Aoki and Mrs. Ida-san from the Japan International Cooperation Center (JICE) during the culminating 

night of the Homestay Programme at the Hiroshima International Plaza. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 The morning after, the group was scheduled to visit Kamo Environmental Sanitation 

Center and General Waste Final Treatment Facility.  The centers were purposely designed to 

operate without causing any hazard to the environment consistent with Japan’s leading role in 

environmental safeguard and preservation. The next stop was in Hiroshima University where we 

had another discussion concerning waste management and a short exchange program with 

students.  

 

 

 

Student-ambassadors from the Philippines with Hiroshima University students major in  
Natural Environmental Sciences and Integrated Arts and Sciences 

 

 From the university, we all moved to Kamoizumi Sake Brewery in the famous town of 

Saijo. The sake, for which Hiroshima is also known, is an alcoholic beverage made from pure 

rice grown in the plains and mountains of Hiroshima and combined with pure water that comes 

from local wells. In order to preserve nature and purify the water – the very source of sake – the 

Saijo Sake Brewers Association donates money to a volunteer group that several times a year 

goes to the Ryuo mountains near Saijo to clean the mountains, collect wood, and make fertilizer 

from it. 

 

 On our last day in Hiroshima, we had a workshop with reference to our experience in 

Japan principally on culture, environmental awareness, disaster preparedness, homestay, and 

exchange programme with students. By sharing our discoveries, we expanded our vision and 

deepened our knowledge of Japan.  

 

 We headed back to Tokyo, spending the rest of the day roving around the metropolis and 

just trying to enjoy our last night in Japan. Filled with wonderful memories, lessons learned, and 

countless stories to pass on, we left Japan back to the Philippines on April 18 with a renewed 

vision of the world and a shared advocacy for humanity. 



 

 Above all things, I will be eternally thankful to the Japanese people for the priceless 

opportunity, for the warm welcome and hospitality, for the love and inspiration......for 

everything. To my fellow student ambassadors, supervisors and coordinators, our memories 

together shall remain deep in my soul; ours is one of the best stories ever told. For everything, I 

ought to say: Iroiro o-sewa ni narimashita. Oai-dekite ureshikatta desu. Minasan no koto wa 

wasuremasen. Ii omoide ga dekimashita. Iroiro arigato gozaimasita (Thank you for taking care 

of me. It has been nice meeting you. I won’t forget you all. I have many good memories. Thank 

you very much for everything). 

 

True to the dictum of the Japan International Cooperation Center, “Share knowledge and 

experience. For our world. For the future,” I remain. 


